BEDTIME                                        ig
She sat up on one of the pedestals that stood on either side of
the fire and nothing in her pensive and appreciative pose betrayed
the swift change within her. A moment before she had been a
happy hostess blessing her gathering. Now she waited like an
assassin for the moment to strike, and all her soul was hostile.
And they went on, Mr. Sempack talking, Mr. Platagenet-Buchan
talking, Catherine talking, the Tamars interested (unless she was
pretending awfully well), Philip hanging on every word and Miss
Fenimore drinking it in. They might go on for hours yet - hours!
Mrs. Rylands invented something. She invented it in an instant.
It flashed into her mind completed and exact. She would have it
made directly she got to London, and bring it back with her next
winter. A solid-looking brass clock to go with the big inkstand on
the table. It should strike -just once in a day. Every twenty-four
hours it should strike, slowly, impressively, imperatively - mid-
night. Never anything else. Midnight. Or perhaps to bring it
home to them, fourteen or fifteen. Or four and twenty sound and
full. The evening curfew. Why had no one thought of such clocks
before? And sometimes one would put it on and sometimes one
would put it back, and if it had a little stud somewhere that one
could touch - or make Philip touch - without anyone else noticing
it, one might prevent it striking. . . . Or just blow everybody to
bits by making it strike. . . .
In the natural course of things the bridge-players started the
go-to-bed break-up before half-past eleven, but tonight the bridge
was bewitched it seemed. It made a background of muffled
sounds to the great talk. Everyone was overcalling over there;
that was quite plain; tempers were going to pieces; and the
games were holding out obstinately beneath vast avalanches of
penalties that impended above the line. Sounds of subdued
quarrelling came from Mrs. Bullace and Lady Grieswold. Each
had arrived at the stage of hatred for her partner. At the other
table Geoffry was losing facetiously to the Mathisons, a close-
playing couple, and Puppy was getting more and more acridly
witty. Who was it sitting just hidden by the bowl of roses? Mr.
Haulbowline, Mrs. Bullace's partner. It was Mr. Haulbowline
that Mrs. Rylands had forgotten when she had given the list of
her guests to Mr. Plantagenet-Buchan. Why did one always forget
Mr. Haulbowline?
The current of Mrs. Rylands' thoughts was interrupted. Some-
thinff~.she realised had taken her bv the cheeks and throat.